Until the Reformation, however, relatively few sons of noble houses were sent to Oxford or Cambridge and, on the whole, bravery in the field was a talent prized more highly than intellectual gifts and scholarship. Indeed, Gervase Jackson-Stops has pointed to a social stigma being attached to intellectual pursuits, with one squire remarking in 1480 that he would "rather his son should hang than study letters, a pursuit which should be left to the sons of rustics". 4 Thomas Starkey noted "gentlemen study more to bring up good hounds than wise heirs", 5 while Edmund Dudley thought that the English nobility were "the worst brought up for the most parte of any realme of christendom". 6 Hard evidence on the education of the aristocracy at this time is patchy. It is impossible to make sweeping generalisations on education, scholarship and culture amongst the titled nobility, let alone the landed gentry. Certainly, as Stone points out, Sir John Fortescue's claim in De Laudibus Legum Angliae that the gentry were crowding the Inns of Courts in the late fifteenth century was an exaggeration. 7 Yet significant collections of books and manuscripts in private hands did exist. The collections which Thomas Percy, Earl of Worcester had assembled survived for several generations. He housed them in his two principal residences, Leconfield Manor and Wressel Castle, both in Yorkshire. By the beginning of the sixteenth century the collection at
Leconfield was the property of a Percy descendant, the 5 th Earl of Northumberland. The
Northumberland Household Book refers to 'my Lord's Library' and 'my Lady's Library' in 1512. 8 Indeed Petworth in Sussex (once a Percy house) still has a Chaucer MS which was owned by the Percy family in the fifteenth century.
Scholarship and education depended as much on one's location as one's social status. As late as the 1560s members of the landed gentry in remote Northumberland were not particularly advanced; only 92 of the leading 146 gentry could sign their own name. Even although the titled nobility have always been a more identifiable group than the gentry, both are difficult to analyse at this period. Of course, there were exceptions, even amongst the gentry. The Paston family, who were extraordinarily literate, took books very seriously. However, they neither prove nor disprove any hypothesis but simply show that we know about them because of their papers and letter happened to have miraculously survived. 9 As the Renaissance began to make itself felt a greater importance was attached to learning. As the sixteenth century progressed one of the most significant developments was this thirst for learning. According to Lawrence Stone the increased attachment to education and learning enabled the landed classes to fit themselves to rule in the new conditions of the modern state, and they turned the intelligentsia from a branch of the clergy into a branch of the propertied laity. 10 Essentially, there were three reasons for this. Firstly, the influences of the Italian humanists which were permeating Northern European society; secondly, the nobility and the gentry were increasingly concerned about their ability to maintain a grip of key political, legal and court positions and the third reason, tied very directly to the last point, was the impact of the Reformation which led to the final demise of the Prelate-statesmen. The aristocracy had concerns that the posts freed-up by the removal of the likes of Wolsey might slip from their grasp to characters like Thomas Cromwell.
It was not only the social structure of the landed interest which changed with the Dissolution of the Monasteries, but also the political structure. The clergy was replaced in political and administrative duties by "talented laymen from the lesser gentry". 11 This not only worried the old aristocracy, but it prompted them to attempt to reclaim their place in the councils of the realm.
This period marked the most drastic upheavals in landed society (effectively a euphemism for the governing class) since the Conquest and the old aristocracy's reaction to this change was inevitable. As the structures of the landed interest evolved, the desire to maintain the social hierarchy also increased. Part of this prompted some aristocrats to become more scholarly and many were actively encouraged to acquire books. However, in this the old Aristocracy was not entirely successful; as late as the early part of the reign of Elizabeth I there was at least one Privy It was for these reasons that the initial flowering of scholarship took place and these were early but crucial factors in the development of the libraries of nobles. However, widespread acceptance of the idea of a library being an essential feature of the nobleman's home remained some way off.
This acceptance of scholarship and reading was largely for practical reasons and the emphasis on instruction and education rather than entertainment was to continue for decades to come. Yet this initial phase of literary pursuits had some interesting aspects, not least because it embraced, temporarily, the daughters of noble houses. The daughters of the More, Howard and Grey families were educated to a level which seems astonishing in comparison to the later shameful neglect of women. Much of this scholarship was for the sake of learning alone. Stone has gone as far to say that in this first, heroic, phase...peers and gentry possessed an enthusiasm for scholarship that far outran the practical needs of an administrative élite.
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It is important to stress, however, that the Mores, Howards and Greys would have all seen themselves -at different times -as part of that administrative elite and so were, perhaps, untypical.
Certainly it was the case that, away from the centres of power, there were many houses of noblemen which contained no books at all. The relatively small number of books which were to be found in the majority of Elizabethan houses cannot be entirely explained by their high cost and difficulty in obtaining them. Your lerning do not deminish...for lerning will increass if it be cherished, and cannot be lost but by negligence, and besyde that, lerning will serve you in all ages, and in all places and fortunes. But I must add to you that this lerning wherof I wryte must be governed allweiss with the knolledg and feare of God, for otherwise it will prove but for a vanyty and leade you to folly. 16 It could indeed be said to represent the credo of the proto-bibliophiles amongst the educated aristocracy.
The scions of the nobility and gentry started to frequent the universities and increasingly tutors formed a necessary part of the nobleman's household. Noblemen also became men of letters. The
Herberts at Wilton and the Sydneys at Penshurst were responsible for the development of Arcadian and pastoral poetry; Lord Buckhurst wrote tragedies; Lord Oxford wrote comedies.
Literature was more and more part of the printers' remit. However, the majority of works coming from the presses were not the products of the literary imagination. The presses concerned themselves with history, law, philosophy, science and, of course, divinity. Theology found a ready market during these days of religious dogma amongst men such as Lord Stourton, who wrote two treatises on religion or the Earl of Bedford who wrote ten folio volumes of theological reflections.
Burghley, the personification of the Renaissance man, had one of the largest collections in to the British Museum. 18 Lumley was a noted benefactor of University College, Cambridge, and bequeathed to it all the books in his collection which the library of the college did not contain.
He wrote of his intention to the Vice-Chancellor on 24th August 1587:
My purpose is to confer the cataloge of your bookes with myne, and the Authors which I find duble and be wantynge in your Librarye, I promise shalbe yours. 19 Similarly, Sir Edward Stanhope sometime Vicar-General to the Archbishop of Canterbury, was also a noted Cambridge benefactor, bequeathing books to his alma mater, Trinity College. The seventeenth century marked an expansion in book-collecting by the nobility and gentry.
Although still modest at this period, it is important to stress the fact that there were collectors and bibliophiles rather to dwell than the fact that it was not widespread throughout all reaches of the Dering spent heavily on his collection and built up an impressive library of books and manuscripts. His principal interests were in history, genealogy and heraldry, the classics, law, literature (English and Continental), natural history and botany and, inevitably, theology and divinity both Roman Catholic and Reformed. As PLRE points out, the exact size of his collection is unknown but it must have been extensive and all indications seem to point in the direction of around two thousand items. 29 Indeed, when the collection was moved by his son (in 1661) it was noted that twenty-two wagon loads of books had been transported. By the standards of the time this was an extremely large collection. Dering himself was very generous with his collection and, indeed, he presented many important charters to Sir Robert Cotton including the copy of Magna Carta. This characteristic was shared by his heirs who frequently granted access to historians and writers, particularly those researching Kent and its history. 30 Sir Edward Dering's son noted that he had put the collection "into the closet in the long chamber, putting up in chests those which I do least use". 31 Sometimes, however, theological works appeared to have been kept in the chapel or in its anteroom. Indeed, at Langley Marish in Buckinghamshire, Sir John Kederminster actually attached a library to the parish church; here he housed his books which he later bequeathed to the church.
The collection included the Kederminster Gospels (1150) which is now in the British Museum, the family's manuscript pharmacopolium and a Basle St Ambrose (1492). Similarly, Vincent
Munby at Markeaton Hall had fifteen volume in total; nine of which he kept in his closet and six of which were housed in the chapel. 32 It appears that the closet was the favoured location for books from the first half of the sixteenth century although concrete evidence on this remains relatively scarce.
The closet was an integral part of the private apartments, often just off of the nobleman's bedchamber. Here would be kept all his personal items. One of the first indications of the use of the closet for housing books comes with the inventory of Loseley in Surrey, home of Sir William
More, which provides a useful picture of what these proto-libraries looked like. 33 Sir William possessed 273 books -including a volume of Boccaccio and Old Fables -however, the collection was mostly political, religious, classical, legal and medical as well as some maps, and the closet contained a desk, two chairs, a coffer, scissors, pens, seals, a rule, a slate to write on, an ink-stand and a counting board. As Wormald and Wright point out, Loseley was probably not typical, not least in the fact that More possessed a higher than usual number of books in English.
No closet-libraries from this period survive; the nearest thing to it is that at Ham House in Surrey.
The Ham closet, however, dates from the 1670s, a century later than the description of that at
Loseley and is very sophisticated in comparison. It was not until the eighteenth century that the closet finally gave way to the library, when that word finally came to mean a room as well as a collection of books. One of the most significant being the library at Wimpole Hall in Cambridge. Higden's Polycronicon (1482). 37 There was, however, one group which collected professional libraries -lawyers. The Earl of Marlborough, Lord Coventry and the Earl of Manchester all had first rate legal collections. Yet these were seldom maintained by inheritance, rather they were bequeathed to suitable legal or educational establishments.
It is difficult to assess how typical these libraries were at the time. Although the great libraries of grandees tend to dominate this period it is clear that lesser collectors took considerable pride in their books. Yet the emphasis firmly lay with libraries being defined as a collection of books as opposed to a specific room housing them. As useful indication of the period is the mention made of books in the wills of the gentry or nobility. Lucy Lady Latimer was the first of the aristocracy to mention books in her will of 1582, but this was quickly followed by a succession of others. 38 Viscount Grandison catalogued his collection by his own hand and bequeathed them in his will as heirlooms, beginning the trend of the entailment of bibliographic and manuscript works, which was to become a considerable inconvenience to descendants who wished to sell in centuries to come. 39 It cannot be argued that these collectors were purely bibliophiles and the founders of what later became country house libraries yet these collectors of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries performed an important function. While the group was too small to be typical of the of the aristocracy as a whole, it was large enough and significant enough to promote bookcollecting, among this particular social milieu on a wider scale. These aristocrats primarily collected books which were of practical use to them in their daily lives and only later would the bibliophile (in the true sense of that word) emerge more generally. They also highlight the he is a gentleman of leisure whose ambition is to deepen his appreciation of the arts and to build up a famous collection. 40 This concept influenced far more than bibliographic collecting, but it did also help to boost it.
Virtuosity relied on knowledge and, then as now, books were the repositories of knowledge and learning. In addition, virtuosity started the trend of filling great country houses with magnificent treasures, beginning with paintings, continuing with furniture and eventually, in some cases, bibliographic wonders.
Reading widely was, of course, central to virtuosity. For the younger sons of the gentry it was to enable them to get ahead in the professions and for the elder sons of squires and noblemen it was a way to fit them for public service and to give them the polish needed for conversation in polite society in the age of the virtuosi. As the seventeenth century progressed towards the eighteenth, there became a wider recognition of the merits of possessing a library in one's country house. This was coupled with the fact that these houses themselves were steadily becoming more refined, elegant and, increasingly, grand.
The nobility and the gentry came to recognise the benefits of owning quantities of books and increasingly saw the benefits of having these in their country seats. Gervase Jackson-Stops highlighted the fact that in the country there was "the leisure to study them." 44 However, these changes are outside the scope of this article which seeks to highlight some of the early developments in aristocratic bibliophilia in England. It is facile to argue that the aristocratic bibliophiles of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were the founders of country house libraries. Nevertheless, the explosion of interest in the eighteenth century does have very direct links to the vital and embryonic role of aristocratic collectors of the previous two centuries. 
